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In my introduction to the special section on LGBTQ genders in this
issue of the Psychology of Women Quarterly (PWQ), I highlight and
place in context the significant contributions of this special section to
theory and the broader psychological literature on gender. For several
years now, the Society of Psychology of Women’s Section 4 (Section on
Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender Concerns) of the American Psychological Association (APA) has invited authors of ground-breaking
empirical research on gender and sexuality to submit papers to present at the annual APA convention. Through the years, we have seen
cutting edge research presented that has pushed the boundaries of
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existing theory and knowledge on gender and sexuality. And scholars
have increased our understanding of how to best serve the needs of
individuals and communities diverse in gender and sexual orientation.
Of course, expanding far beyond the scope of Section 4’s annual APA
symposium, there has been a veritable explosion in the broader literature on research related to LGBTQ genders (e.g., Moradi et al., 2016;
Singh & Shelton, 2011). In my role as President of Section 4, and with
PWQ Editors Mary Brabeck and Dawn Szymanski, we saw an opportunity in a pivotal time to advance efforts to highlight ground-breaking
gender and sexuality research by inviting an article that synthesized
the extant literature and could offer a theoretical foundation for understanding gender as a psychosocial phenomenon. We invited Heidi
Levitt, a leading researcher in this field, to reflect on her work and
draw on hers’ and others’ empirical findings to articulate a theory of
LGBTQ gender development. Levitt’s (2019) invited article serves as
the core contribution for this special section of PWQ. We also invited
reflections from two additional leading scholars in the field, Bonnie
Moradi and Laurel Watson. We asked them to reflect on the implications of Levitt’s article for research (Moradi, 2019) and teaching and
clinical practice (Watson, 2019). In her invited response, Bonnie Moradi elucidates a framework of power by which to explicate the implications of Levitt’s psychosocial theory of LGBTQ+ genders on future
scholarship in this area. In the second invited response, Watson highlights three main themes that cut across Levitt’s psychosocial theory
of LGBTQ genders to describe their implications for psychology clinicians, educators, and advocates: (re)defining gender, intersectionality, and social justice.

A Historical Framework for Levitt’s Psychosocial Genealogy of
LGBTQ+ Gender
Levitt (2019) uses a historical perspective “of individuals and communities as being shaped by the cultural events and understandings
unfolding during those times” (p. 33) to provide in-depth analysis of
gender as a psychosocial construct. Her approach, spanning multiple academic disciplines, including psychology, history, sociology, and
anthropology, provides us with a rich understanding of the complexity and nuances that led to the development and evolution of LGBTQ
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genders across time and contexts. The historical framework that Levitt draws on also links methodological traditions employed by mainstream psychological researchers in the United States with calls from
scholars in the Global South to expand on an individual-differences
focus by considering gender development as historically dynamic. As
Connell (2011) writes,
Gender does not involve a timeless dialogue of the biological and symbolic—it involves vast formative processes in history, both creative and violent, in which bodies and cultures
are equally at stake and are constantly being transformed,
sometimes to destruction. (p. 108)
Connell’s statement powerfully captures U.S. history as a nation
founded through Western colonization and expansion (Wolfe, 2006).
Colonialism in the United States—as in many other places in the
world—systematically and violently destroyed Indigenous practices
and cultural understandings of gender and sexuality (Goldberg, 1991;
Williams, 1986). Through colonization practices, individuals and cultural traditions that recognized and celebrated gender and sexuality as
fluid and diverse were punished, erased, and systematically eradicated
(Goldberg, 1991; Han & O’Mahoney, 2014; Williams, 1986). Western
colonization brought with it narrow, binary conceptions of gender
and sexuality that harshly punished anyone who deviated from these
cultural norms. With that historical backdrop, Heidi Levitt traces the
history of LGBTQ genders in the United States in order to understand
how gender functions within communities, in response to oppressive forces that remain in the postcolonial United States. With this
approach, Levitt paves new paths for the development of feminist
epistemologies that go beyond the investigation of individual differences and individual processes and functioning. She directs attention
to the inherently collective processes that underlie identity formation
within communities. This paradigmatic shift is a call to all of us engaged in gender scholarship to consider the broader set of social dynamics from which gender is generated within societies and across
our violent histories.
In addition to providing a richer understanding of the complex and
nuanced ways in which gender communities and identities develop in
the face of societal forces, Levitt identifies avenues for recognizing,
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celebrating, and ultimately, investigating and understanding the resistance and resilience of individuals and communities marginalized
on the basis of gender and sexuality. Although recent psychological
research has investigated the resilience strategies that LGBTQ people use in response to minority stress (e.g., Bowleg, Huang, Brooks,
Black, & Burkholder, 2008; Breslow et al., 2015; Bruce, Harper, & Bauermeister, 2015; Budge et al., 2013; Singh & McKleroy, 2011), these efforts have tended to focus on individual processes. What Levitt offers
us, through her lens of critical feminist history, is perspective on how
individual forms of resilience and resistance transform communities
over time to create positive spaces where acceptance, security, belonging, and shared values manifest in the lives of individual community
members. In line with LGBTQ health scholars across other disciplines
(e.g., Landers, Pickett, Rennie, & Wakefield, 2011), this lens opens new
avenues for considering prevention and intervention strategies that
can leverage existing community strengths and dynamics in order to
further promote well-being and attenuate existing health disparities.

Gender as Framed Across Domains and Major Effects
Levitt advances theory on gender and sexuality by identifying a
larger framework by which we may understand why genders have
developed within communities and the effects such genders have on
individuals. She provides compelling evidence from her own work
and, where it exists, consistent and complementary findings from
the larger body of empirical research, to identify four domains within
which genders function to address individual and community needs:
psychological, cultural, interpersonal, and sexual. Across these domains, genders develop and are expressed in response to core needs
from individuals within communities related to identity and authenticity, power and security, belongingness and connection, and valuation
of gender and gender diversity. With this framework, Levitt advances
theory by articulating how— when core needs are met—enacting authentic gender exerts positive effects and even at times counters the
negative impacts of marginalization and oppression for individuals
and communities. By synthesizing findings from primarily qualitative
research where the cultural context of data is explicitly and deeply embedded, Levitt offers us an opportunity to understand how gender—for
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all genders—acts to function in such a way that is not only summative but also richly descriptive of the lived experiences of communities and individuals in both the past and present.
Levitt (2019) also describes the overlap and interconnectedness
of gender and sexuality. In early research, gender and sex—and gender and sexuality—were often conflated empirically and conceptually
(Muehlenhard & Peterson, 2011; van Anders, 2015). This led researchers and scholars to call for recognition of the conceptual differences
between the two and to empirically study gender and sexuality (and,
by extension, gender identity, and sexual orientation) as separate and
distinct constructs (APA, 2012). However, throughout Levitt’s article,
we see an interplay between the two unfolded, that is shaped in its
manifest expression and embodiment by the context in which individuals navigate a hostile world. Levitt bolsters the burgeoning advancement in our understanding of how gender evolves alongside sexuality
and in response to the larger context in which individuals and communities live.

Advancement and Embodiment of Feminist Epistemologies in
Psychological Research
Throughout her article, Levitt (2019) assumes an explicit positionality, in line with feminist research practices (e.g., Fischer & DeBord,
2013; Muhammad et al., 2015). Levitt opens her article by describing
her early career experiences in conducting LGBTQ research and some
of the limitations she faced in those early years, including fears related to employment discrimination and barriers to career advancement, lack of available mentorship, and the dearth of literature on and
by LGBTQ+ people. She describes how her entrance into a vibrant lesbian separatist community, and subsequent observations of the gender norms and dynamics that shaped individuals within that community, drove her passion for greater understanding of LGBTQ genders.
By positioning herself so explicitly in her work, we are able to see the
manner in which the critical feminist approach that she adopts in her
work so richly enhanced the quality of her findings. More specifically,
Levitt describes the need to be a part of and connected to the communities she studied, noting the ways in which these connections build
and maintain trust between researchers and community members, and
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also greatly augment understanding and analysis of study findings in
cultural context. Throughout Levitt’s work, we see the ways in which
this careful attention and commitment to researcher-community embeddedness and partnership provides the rich and contextualized data
from which Levitt’s theory of gender and gender identity cultures is
derived. Levitt’s theory and the manner in which she presents it here
further underscores existing calls (e.g., Namaste, 2009; Singh, Richmond, & Burnes, 2013; Tebbe & Budge, 2016) for researchers to engage in community partnerships and to be a part of and align closely
with individuals in communities in which research is being conducted.
As Levitt so thoughtfully and compellingly illustrates, as a psychosocial construct, gender can only be understood in the larger contexts
in which it functions and develops over time.
Levitt notes early in her article that at the time she began her work
in this area, she was not able to locate any research on LGBTQ genders in psychology, turning instead to sociology and women’s studies for scholarship. Although psychological research and scholarship
on LGBTQ genders has grown substantially since that time (e.g., Moradi et al., 2016; Singh & Shelton, 2011), as a field, psychology continues to lag behind its sibling disciplines both in breadth and depth
in capturing the nuanced and interactional development and expression of gender across individuals and within communities. Levitt’s
unifying theory of gender and gender identity cultures gives feminists, and all psychologists, a path forward for considering how we
might advance psychological science through the application of rigorous empirical methods grounded in a new type of interdisciplinary
paradigm that holds in equal value (a) explicitly recognizing context
and history, (b) understanding and elucidating community structures
and functions, and (c) investigating and situating individual experience and functioning.
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